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Book Reviews

Collins, John J., and Daniel C. Harlow, The Eerdmans Dictionary
of Early Judaism. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 2010. Pp xxxvii + 1360. Hardcover. $95. isbn: 9780802825490.
The recently released Eerdmans Dictionary of Early Judaism (DEJ) constitutes a
major effort on the part of its editors, contributing editors, and contributing
authors whose collaboration produced this significant reference work that was
some time in the making. The DEJ is the first dictionary dealing primarily
with the period of Judaism alternately referred to as “Second Temple Judaism,”
“Early Judaism,” and, formerly and somewhat misleadingly, “Late Judaism.”
More specifically, it covers the period between Alexander the Great’s conquests
in the fourth century BCE and the Bar Kokhba Revolt in the second century
c.e. The DEJ includes 520 entries from 270 authors (including BYU’s own
Donald W. Parry and David Rolph Seely) who have researched, published, and
are generally considered authorities on their topics. The editors, likewise, are
prolific scholars of a range of Early Jewish topics. John J. Collins is the Holmes
Professor of Old Testament Criticism and Interpretation at Yale Divinity
School. He is widely published in several areas, including apocalypticism,
Hellenistic Judaism, wisdom literature, and the Dead Sea Scrolls. Daniel C.
Harlow is a professor of early Judaism and Christianity at Calvin College,
and has published on, among other things, the history and literature of early
Judaism, Judaism and the context of the New Testament, and early Jewish and
Christian apocalypses. The contributing editors are likewise eminent specialists
in early Jewish topics, and include, among others, Shaye J. D. Cohen, Erich
S. Gruen, Lawrence A. Schiffman, and James C. VanderKam. The caliber of
scholarship and the careful attention to organization in this volume make it a
welcome addition to any reference library.
Included in this reference work are some 290 pages of essays dealing
with broader salient issues in early Judaism to introduce and contextualize
the narrower and more concise individual dictionary entries. John J. Collins’s
introductory essay, “Early Judaism in Modern Scholarship,” serves as both a
general introduction to scholarship of the period and as an introduction to
the book. It lays out the major issues in their breadth to support the depth

48 book reviews
of the individual entries and helps the reader orient her- or himself to the
topics covered. In addition, twelve other essays are devoted to major themes
in early Judaism such as Jewish history, Judaism in both the land of Israel and
in the Diaspora, Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, the relationship between
early Judaism and early Christianity, and Dead Sea Scrolls. These essays are a
useful point of departure for exploring the scholarship on general topics, and
supplement the individual entries within their subcategories. The inclusion of
essay topics in DEJ is an editorial choice that must inevitably pass over certain
topics, but the editors seem to have produced a useful range of thematic
foundations for the entries.
The entries themselves are generally helpful and, despite their brevity,
fairly comprehensive. They are arranged alphabetically, but there is also a list
of entries in the front matter organized into general categories, which is useful
for browsing the DEJ’s offerings in a particular area of interest. Most categories
and interests associated with the period are fairly well represented. The
editors also seem to have taken pains to solicit entries on more controversial
topics from fairly moderate authors. There is, however, some inconsistency
in the tone and coverage in the entries, which is particularly noticeable when
comparing entries within a particular category. Although this is understandable
due to the sheer number of authors consulted, the inconsistency is noticeable
upon reading just a few entries and can be somewhat frustrating to the reader
who readily finds certain kinds of information about a topic in one entry and
unable to do so in a related entry. Still, the editors and contributing editors
seem to have kept this inconsistency to manageable levels and will presumably
be able to address this to some extent in subsequent editions. Despite this
challenge, scholars and students will benefit from the profusion of information
available in the DEJ. An important benefit of any recently released reference
work is the inclusion of the most recent treatments of the selected topics in
up-to-date bibliographies for each entry. The bibliographies are, for the most
part, very helpful. Particularly useful in this edition is the coinciding breadth
and specificity of these bibliographies due to the relatively specialized nature of
this reference work. This makes the DEJ a valuable reference for students and
scholars who want both a comprehensive and a relevant reference to stimulate
research. Although this is especially true with regard to researching unfamiliar
topics, the entries are also useful to specialists in the topics. While reading
some of the bibliographies that deal with several of my own current interests, I
was able to identify only a few omissions that I would have liked to have seen,
and I was happy to find some with which I was not yet familiar.
The problem of deciding which entries to include in the dictionary appears
to be one to which the editors gave considerable thought. With a reference
work of this breadth, tough editorial decisions are required to keep the project
both comprehensive and manageable. This presents some challenges in DEJ.
One particularly bold inclusion in this volume is that of articles on several
modern emeritus or deceased scholars of Early Judaism whose contribution
is deemed particularly influential, including such eminent scholars as Elias
Bickerman, R. H. Charles, Jacob Neusner, Morton Smith, Victor Tcherikover,
and several others. The inherent risk immediately apparent in this editorial
decision is that the criteria for inclusion are necessarily subjective, and the
omission of some viable candidates for inclusion is inevitable. Despite these
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constraints, however, the register of scholars included for their contribution is
a useful one and covers a range of very influential figures. One could justifiably
raise the criticism that some entries tend toward distinctly hagiographic
overtones (the entry on Bickerman is illustrative of this phenomenon).
Still, many are more careful to include a degree of critical disclosure and
circumspection.
Certainly, credit is due to the chief editors and contributing editors for
getting the book to press in a relatively timely manner. Such a large project
with so many contributors leaves many places for the project to derail. Despite
the issues with consistency and some notable omissions, the DEJ is a significant
achievement when one considers the processes involved in producing it. It
should prove a useful reference for both specialists and students interested in
early Judaism.
Stephen Whitaker
brigham young university

Everson, A. Joseph, and Hyun Chul Paul Kim, eds. The Desert
Will Bloom: Poetic Visions in Isaiah, Society of Biblical Literature Ancient Israel
and Its Literature 4. Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009. Pp. xii + 299.
Paperback. $37.95. isbn: 1589834259.
This book comes from a panel of scholars called the Formation of the Book
of Isaiah Group of the Society of Biblical Literature and contains a collection
of thirteen essays focusing on the poetic vision (or visions) of Isaiah and the
symbolism used in those visions. From the very beginning of the introduction,
it is made clear that the purpose of the book and the essays it contains is to
present the visions of Isaiah as “a portrait of shalom” that allows us to see the
“renewing [of ] all things on the earth” to their original Eden-like state (1). The
authors want to show that the vibrant symbolic nature of the visions can be
understood through intertextuality and how those visions use language to leave
in the imagination of their intended audience a reassured hope for the future.
This review will not touch on each of the thirteen essays but instead discuss
those essays that I believe best typify the excellent quality of work done in this
book.
The first essay of the book is by Roy F. Melugin, who unfortunately passed
away in 2008 (the book is dedicated to him). His article seems to be placed
first to set the mood for the remainder of the book. His essay is entitled “Poetic
Imagination, Intertextuality, and Life in a Symbolic World.” Using literary
criticism, he focuses on the relationship of imagery and poetic imagination
throughout the book of Isaiah and the importance of knowing how the poetry
works “to shape identity” for the individual and community (7). Melugin
included what he thinks the reader would imagine as he or she reads the text.
I found this very enlightening as it allowed for the reader to see Melugin as
a person rather than just as a scholar. It is refreshing to see authors putting
themselves into their written work because it allows the reader to glimpse the
character and personality of the author in turn helping the reader to see how
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they interpret the text. Not only do we learn from what Melugin says as an academic but we also learn from what he sees as a thoughtful individual.
The intertextuality of Isaiah is used consistently by the other essay writers.
Each chose a theme centered around a specific image or a closely related group
of imagery and then show how that image is used throughout Isaiah. Patricia
Tull, in her essay “Persistent Vegetative States: People as Plants and Plants as
People in Isaiah,” employs an agricultural theme that typically encompasses the
ideas of judgment, growth, and hope. Other groups of symbols used are the
servant and the servant relationship, common phrases showing intertextuality,
Jacob and Israel, and kingship. Zion/Jerusalem is a theme used by a few of the
authors as they look at the city and her relationship with the wicked, the righteous, and the future. Chris A. Franke in “‘Like a Mother I Have Comforted
You’: The Function of Figurative Language in Isaiah 1:7–29 and 66:7–14,”
examines the first and last chapters of Isaiah and compares the various maternal
symbols used in conjunction with Jerusalem and then makes an excellent point
that God also, through these same metaphors of pregnancy, nursing, and child
protection, possesses a degree of femininity that we see in Isaiah more than in
other prophetic works. “The Nations’ Journey to Zion: Pilgrimage and Tribute
as Metaphor in the Book of Isaiah,” by Gary Stansell, uses the metaphors of
pilgrimage and tribute throughout the whole of Isaiah; keeping the work separated into three sections of authorship as some of the others.
Carol Dempsey wrote the marvelous essay “From Desolation to Delight:
The Transformative Vision of Isaiah 60–62.” This essay is, by far, my favorite as she covers some of my favorite chapters and material from the book of
Isaiah and allowed me to see things I had not seen before. Dempsey discusses
the prophet Isaiah in these chapters from a theological and literary perspective
but also overlaps into grammatical criticism as well. These chapters, according to Dempsey, relate to the city of Jerusalem and her inhabitants and their
relationship to the new heaven and earth that is mentioned throughout the
book. She establishes the interconnectivity of Isaiah 1–39, 40–55, and 56–66
but maintains that the interconnections between the first two parts of Isaiah
are echoes for the third distinctly separating the aforementioned chapters into
separate units.
I did, however, find one aspect of the book that may not be palatable to
conservative readers. For the most part, the authors are vague on their belief
about the authorship of Isaiah, but there are references to multiple authors for
the book of Isaiah. This may not be palatable to those who believe Isaiah was
written by one man. The authors of The Desert Will Bloom are not trying to
persuade for or against multiple authorship, and this is not a major problem
addressed in the book. The writers remain focused on looking at the figurative
language of Isaiah and its connection to the symbolic.
The book did an excellent job of using literary, redaction, theological, and
historical methodologies. All the authors were concise in their essays without
sacrificing important detail and clear explanations of their points. The use of
poetry, symbol, metaphor, and language by the authors allows for a clearer
understanding of the directions and perceptions of the Isaiah text.
The Desert Will Bloom has successfully realized its intended purpose in
a way that allows the work of each writer to support the other through an
intertextuality that the book itself possesses. This clearly indicates that each
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essay in the book was written for a shared specific purpose, which makes for a
well-thought-out and organized book. This book may be read by scholar and
layman alike, who will both come away satisfied. However, possessing a basic
knowledge Hebrew, key terms and phrases common to the field (especially the
poetry of the Bible), would be helpful in getting the most out of this book.
The authors were also very kind in their use of the Hebrew language in that
they provide the Hebrew (without vowels) alongside their English translation.
This is also the case when phrases or verse are quoted. The attention and pains
they have taken to make the book accessible to both the scholar and layman is
appreciated, especially their inclusion of a scriptural index citing verses quoted
or referred to by the authors for quick reference. I would recommend The
Desert Will Bloom to anyone who wishes to gain a greater understanding of the
symbols used in the book of Isaiah and how those symbols possess an interconnectivity that brings the whole of Isaiah together.
justin robinson
brigham young university

